Is That What You’re Wearing?

Gender Diversity in Contemporary
Fiction,

A Novel and Exegesis

Kristy Lee Davidson, BA (Hons — Psych), GradCert Comms

School of Communication and the Arts
Faculty of Arts, Education and Human Development

Victoria University

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements

of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Creative Writing

January, 2012






Is That What You're Wearing? Gender Diversity in Contemporary Fiction iii

Abstract

The methods of production of gender diverse characters within mainstream literary texts
are an under-researched area from a creative writing standpoint. Is That What You 're
Wearing? Gender Diversity in Contemporary Fiction, A Novel and Exegesis is a
creative writing doctoral thesis which critically interrogates the signifiers and tropes that
are employed to produce gender diversity in contemporary fiction, and their effects and
impacts. The exegesis, Gender Diversity in Contemporary Fiction, contextualises the
theoretical ground concerning gender diversity. It critically explores issues of cultural
and material access to literary works featuring gender diverse protagonists. In addition,
it compares and contrasts the production of gender diversity in three contemporary
novels: Chris Bohjalian’s (2000) Trans-sister Radio; Jeffrey Eugenides’ (2002b)
Middlesex; and Ali Smith’s (2007) Girl Meets Boy: The Myth of Iphis. Most
significantly it discusses the manner in which these two aspects inform my creative
writing practice in the novel Is That What You re Wearing? The exegesis argues that
creative writers require an increased awareness of issues of representation when writing
about marginalised groups, such as gender diverse individuals, to avoid perpetuating
problematic and commonly used representations that otherwise sustain their
marginalisation in society. The novel, which features three gender diverse characters, is
the practical outcome of this critical theoretical research. As per the requirements for
Victoria University creative writing theses, the creative component forms 67 per cent of
the thesis, and the critical exegesis, 33 per cent. The preferred reading order for the

thesis is the novel (Volume One), then the exegesis (Volume Two).
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PART ONE

Melbourne, Australia
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Chapter One

Klaus’ street was blocked off by police cars. Red and blue lights flashed ominously,
tinting the blanket of smoke hanging in the night air. I used my sleeve to wipe away the
condensation on the window of the taxi but it was impossible to see through the haze
outside. What had I gotten myself into?

The taxi driver cleared his throat to get my attention. He wanted me out. I pushed
twenty dollars at him. “Wait here,” I said, hoping the extra five on top of the fare would
keep him there.

“Sorry, luv,” he replied as he folded the notes and pocketed them in his tight fitting
shirt. “No can do.”

“Excuse me?” The tension in my body spread through to my jaw. The driver had
spent the ten minute journey from my place tutting sympathetically at my breathless
concerns about the old man. He’d even run a red light for me.

“Can’t wait. Waiting’s money. Got three kids and a mortgage. And the wife’s...”

I pushed another five into his hand.

He folded the money with the same meticulous care as the first notes. “Go find your
friend and hop to it.”

I had my doubts that he’d stay but couldn’t think about that. I needed to find Klaus.
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He was slumped against a fire truck, staring blank-eyed at the water-logged remains of
his home. His arthritic hands held a photo album tight to his chest.

“What happened?” I asked. Klaus avoided my eyes and shook his head.

A gaggle of neighbours sat on a low brick fence whispering amongst themselves. A
shrill laugh punctuated the hiss of the fire hoses, muffled giggles followed and then a
whirring click like the sound of camera shutter. I looked around but couldn’t see any
photographers.

I took another look at Klaus. He wore a short fire-fighter’s jacket that barely
covered the sheer pink frills of a nylon negligee that fluttered in the breeze; his knotted
old man’s knees protruded beneath. The heel of one of his marabou slippers was bent at
an angle leaving him lop-sided; the feathers attached to his shoes were sodden and limp.
His wig was also set askew and bedraggled; a combination of powder, rouge and soot
ran in rivulets down his cheeks.

“Mummy, why is that lady crying?” asked a wide-eyed child.

There was another snort of laughter.

“What’s funny, mummy?”

A woman with short hair and hard features grabbed the child and turned it about-
face to look straight at Klaus. “Does that look like a woman to you?”

The child stared at Klaus through tear-filled eyes, confused by the question.
“Well?” the mother prompted with a jab to the child’s chest.

“Look, lady,” 1 called out. “My friend’s just had her house burnt down. Some
compassion might be in order.”

“Who the fuck are you?” The woman sneered at me, looking me up and down. “Or

should that be: ‘What the fuck are you?’” She nudged a thin balding man who hunched
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his shoulders and folded them inwards as he laughed.

Involuntarily I touched the coarse hair at my upper lip. The neighbour’s comments
weren’t anything new. My face still flushed as I walked away.

“Fucken freaks,” the woman called after me. A small voice followed it, echoing the

mother’s sentiments.

“I'm Elle, Klaus’s friend,” I said, introducing myself to a blond fireman who stood
wiping the soot from his brow. I refused to call myself Ella, even if people did often
mistake my name for Al. There weren’t as many gawping double-takes that way. “Is
there a blanket I can borrow to get him home?”

“Yeah,” he said, his eyes avoiding mine.

“You too?” I sighed.

“It’s not that,” he said, as he passed me what looked like a large sheet of aluminium
foil. “I really feel for her. I...I had something similar happen myself.”

As I puzzled over what he meant, he put his helmet back on and swung up onto the
truck. He looked back at me for a second, and then called down, “She’s lucky to have a
friend like you.”

I wasn’t so sure.

Klaus and I walked in silence along his darkened street. I hoped desperately that the taxi
had waited. I shot a look at Klaus, the aluminium sheet wrapped around him crackled

violently with his shivers.
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“About bloody time,” the driver said as I opened the door for Klaus. “I was about to
leave.”

I could see the meter had just ticked past twenty-five dollars. I wasn’t sure how
much more cash I had with me. I went to check but my wallet wasn’t in my pocket. I
groaned. I’d heard something hit the ground as I spoke to the fireman but had ignored it.

“What now?” asked the driver.

“I’ll be back in a minute.”

I ran down the street to the truck, and shone my mobile phone at the ground. My
reflection glowed blue in puddles on the road, but there was no wallet. A scrap of soot-
blackened newspaper landed at my feet. The word “Mauer” was on the fragment, but |
could read little else. It crumpled to ashes in my fingers. How would Klaus cope
without his collection of newspapers? Or his dresses?

And where would he stay? Not in an old people’s hostel surely? Not like the one
my father was in after his stroke? I imagined old women and men with arthritic claw
hands, bird-like and batty, perched in rocking chairs constantly in motion; the hot smell
of stale urine rising from geriatric under-garments. His only visitor: a nurse dispensing
sedatives and mashed-up meals. Klaus would hate it. I would hate it.

Maybe it wouldn’t be like that. There’d be at least one flamboyant woman living in
the home, a quick-witted ex-ballerina with a purple rinse and sequined frocks who’d
take Klaus under her wing and chat to him about gladioli. Who was I kidding? I was
picturing Dame Edna Everage.

I’d have to let him stay with me for the night. It was too late to work out something
else. I planned to get on the phone first thing in the morning to find him alternative

accommodation. I had no intention of becoming his carer.
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But first I had to find my wallet. Not only did it contain my cash and all my cards,
inside was my house key. A wallet with a chain would have been more sensible, but I
found them too blokey, even for me.

The fire-crew were now rolling up their hoses. I ran over. They hadn’t seen my
wallet. The neighbours had lost interest and gone inside. I hoped none of them had
picked it up. I was certain they wouldn’t return it to me. I had to find it. The walk back
to my place would take over an hour and Klaus was in no condition to be on his feet.

I retraced my steps again. I checked over by a white 1970s Torana covered with a
veil of ash. One hubcap was missing. A split tennis ball bobbed in sooty water that
filled a pothole next to the wheel. I shone my phone at the hole but it wasn’t deep
enough to contain my wallet and the ball.

Water running down the street flushed into a drain. My neck prickled with heat, but
the air in my nostrils was cold. Surely my wallet would’ve been too bulky to be washed
through the grating? A quick flash of my phone showed me twigs and a plastic soft
drink bottle bobbing against the opening. The debris would’ve caught my wallet, if it
had been there. It wasn’t.

I kicked a can at my feet, not realising it sat in another puddle. Dirty water splashed
up all over my jeans. The urge to lie down in the street and kick my feet like a spoilt
child was strong.

Smoke still lingered in the air; my eyes watered. I looked around one last time.
There was a ghost gumtree on the nature strip, its skeletal branches stretched out
through the haze towards the power lines in front of one of the houses. Its bark shone
luminous; as pale as Klaus’ face when I found him this evening. I hadn’t been anywhere

near this tree, but I’d reached that point of mingled hope and desperation where
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anything was possible. Someone had tied a rope to a dead branch; a green milk crate
was tied to the other end. I couldn’t figure out why.

There was a brown rectangle at the foot of the tree. I made the mistake of sucking
in my breath, and choked on the acrid air. Light-headed and coughing, I reached out to
steady myself on the tree. My fingers caught on the rough edges of peeling bark, then
grazed against the silken wood beneath. I rubbed my eyes dry and bent down for my
wallet. My fingers told me what I did not want to know. It was a folded paper lunch

bag. I wondered whether it had once belonged to Klaus.

When I finally reached the end of Klaus’ street, the taxi was gone; as was Klaus. The
only sign of life was a grey moggy sauntering across the street, tail swishing in the air.
All I wanted was to crawl into bed again. My home was a fifteen-minute drive

away, and with my wallet gone I had no cash and no house key.
Klaus couldn’t have gone far. I wrapped my coat tighter, sat down on the kerb to

wait and reminded myself how I got into this mess.

Klaus and I met for the first time at my local Laundromat around the time of Mum’s
fifty-fifth birthday. I remember writing out her card on the spin cycle and the machine
shrieking in protest because it was off-balance: I’d overloaded it. As usual I’d left my
washing for far too long. I got up to fix the machine. When I returned to my seat I found

a toothless old man in long socks, short shorts and a floral body shirt hunched over
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Mum’s present — a tin of chocolate-coated shortbread. I caught him dropping the
biscuits one by one into his paper bag. Streaks of chocolate curved upwards from the
wrinkled corners of his mouth like a jester’s smile. He looked like a guilty child. How
could I be annoyed with him? I decided to buy Mum another tin. I took a couple of the
biscuits for myself and gave the rest to the old man. He stared at me with moist eyes
while my clothes clunked around the drier.

I always took a packet of chocolate biscuits to the Laundromat after that; just in
case. | only went once a month, but each time he appeared to be there waiting for me.
Whenever [ walked through the door he’d look up expectantly, his eyes brightening. He
reminded me of a teenage girl waiting for her date to arrive. He’d stay seated, legs
crossed demurely, while I’d load the machine. Once I was done I’d sit beside him and
offer him a biscuit or two. Sometimes he brought in magazines for me to read. They all
had lurid screeching headlines like: “MY MUM IS DATING MY MAN!!” and
“HORROR STORY: HER FATHER IS THE FATHER OF HER KIDS!!” We would
never talk. The only sounds were the creak and whisper of the pages of our magazines
as we read, and the metallic clunk and whir of the dryers.

Once he surprised me by bringing a thermos of tea with him. A name was printed

on it in Gothic script:
Klaus Schmidt

I wasn’t sure if it was the brand of the thermos or the old man’s name, but I took to
referring to him as Klaus after that. The container was battered and rusty, but once I got
past my initial misgivings I found the tea was strong and good.

On this particular day, the warm Laundromat had made me sleepy. I’d almost

dozed off when something prodded my thigh. Klaus stood there staring at me through
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watery eyes. | sat up straight and motioned for him to sit down beside me on the bench.
He seemed against the idea for he shook himself, almost like a dog would after paddling
in a river, then reached down with a nicotine-stained hand to help me to my feet. “Ve go
to mein Haus, ja?” I tried to pull away from him, not because I objected to going with
him but because I hate people touching me. It was useless though; his grip was firm.

“Where is your house?” I asked. More to the point, why did he want me to go
there? He blinked at me. I tried to rephrase, dredging up the minimal German I’d learnt
in one term in high school with a balding exchange teacher from Dortmund. “Wo ist
deine house?” He cackled and slapped his hands on his thighs then rubbed his palms
together, whispering “deine Haus” over and over to himself until: “Jetzt! Die
Strassenbahn!” And with a tug on my arm he pulled me towards the oncoming West
Preston tram.

I went because [ was headed in that direction anyway. There was no way I intended
going with him to his home. I had no idea what he wanted from me. Probably someone
to wash his laundry. Not that I knew why he’d want me to do it though; hanging out
with me in the Laundromat would’ve shown him the miserable extent of my domestic
abilities.

Once on board the tram, he fell silent, preferring instead to stare out of the window.
He took particular interest in the clothing stores along Brunswick Street. He stared
wide-eyed at it all: the fluoro raver gear, the neo-hippy tie-dyed goods, the
deconstructed dresses, the distressed denim. Each store held his attention equally; he
didn’t discriminate.

There was something childlike about him as he pressed both liver-spotted hands to

the window to peer outside. Watching him gave me an odd sense of déja vu, as if I’d
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once seen him as a child pressing his girlish hands, with pink-polished nails, to the
window of a trolley-car rattling down the cobble-stones of a German street. I didn’t
know whether they even had trolley-cars in Berlin.

I turned away to look at the people on the tram. A guy with a lurid constellation of
scabs across his face was rubbing cream into his skin. His lank hair shielded his eyes. I
noticed everyone was giving him a wide berth. Then I got a look at the label on the
tube: lice treatment. He got off the tram at Polyester Records. The bland masses clad in
their grey business attire breathed a collective sigh of relief. I wanted to snarl at them.
They were as strange and aberrant living in their ‘nine-to-five’ worlds of middle
management and meaningless financial markets, as he was to them.

The tram jerked along past the Edinburgh Gardens. Klaus had given up looking out
the window and was re-folding the tops of his socks with unsteady hands.

Three stops past Piedemonte’s supermarket and I’d be home. With his sock
adjustment now complete, Klaus appeared to have dozed off. It would make it easy to
do a runner on him.

As the tram pulled to a stop my front door came into view — with a man standing
right there on my doorstep. A ladder and a bucket were alongside him.

I’d forgotten that my landlord’s friend was coming around to clean the gutters.
Running into him was the last thing I wanted to do. He was nice enough but due to prior
conversations with my landlord, who referred to everyone as ‘he’ in his muddled
English, the landlord’s friend had gotten it into his head that I’d make a good husband
for his daughter. I’d tried multiple times to explain to this person that I’'m not a man, but
somehow the conversation would always become a little confused. He would rub his

moustache and say “Yes, I think you are the man. You’re just a little shy.”
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I resigned myself to going with Klaus. At the time it seemed the lesser of two evils.

Klaus had nudged me at the end of the route, and beckoned me to follow him. It
was strange that he lived in West Preston given his regular appearances at my
Laundromat in Fitzroy. It wasn’t until sometime later that I found out he’d been seeing
a German-speaking doctor nearby. We walked for quite some time down several streets
and through a park before I realised I hadn’t introduced myself. I didn’t know for sure
that Klaus was his name, nor did I know how to ask him if it was; for all I knew Klaus
Schmidt was the brand of his thermos. I decided to try English. ‘Klaus’ came the swift
reply. He then began scrabbling in a bulging pocket, extracting and scrutinising in turn:
a large checked handkerchief (stained brown in places), what looked like a shrivelled
orange, and a small lint-covered ball. He held out the last item to me, but shoved it into
his toothless mouth the very instant I shook my head. Finally he pulled out a key.

His home possessed a peculiar pungent odour, a thick and greasy olfactory stew of
overcooked cabbages, burnt onions, stale sweat, damp carpet and tobacco smoke. It was
a smell that was almost sentient; I half expected it to emerge wraith-like from the
stained and torn wallpaper to drape itself across my shoulders like a sleazy guy in a bar.

The room that Klaus had led me into was furnished in art deco gone to rot. A
Chesterfield lounge disesmbowelled, a credenza with peeling laminate, a mirror hazy
with damaged silvering, an auto trolley wheelless and tarnished, overladen with copies
of yellowing German newspapers — the copy I picked up was dated 1987. The walls
were crammed with framed photos of severe figures standing stiff-backed in Victorian
suits and dresses with even stiffer moustaches and hairstyles. An ashtray on a scratched
and crippled stand was filled to overflowing; the weave of the oriental carpet threadbare

and worn. Everything in the room had a nicotine orange tinge to it, from the yellowing
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stack of newspapers to the frayed and ragged curtains. The room had an air of
resignation about it, as though all good times were now long past.

Klaus returned to the room wearing his usual socks and sandals teamed with a hot
pink frilly skirt. He then dropped a heavy book onto my lap and hovered by my chair
swishing that hideous skirt, grinning like a loon.

The red leather cover bore no traces of the nicotine stains that permeated the rest of
the house. It was the only object that had escaped the orange tinge. I opened the book
and found page after page of carefully mounted black and white photographs of people,
each with commentary beneath in the same precise Gothic script that was used on the
thermos.

I flicked at the first couple of pages. I’ve never been one for other people’s
nostalgia. A lot of schmaltz and over-sentimentalisation. When my father died my
mother used to sit for hours in front of her albums, tears streaming down her face,
staring at pictures of him. Nothing got done in the house unless I did it. She kept the
curtains drawn and the television blaring as if to muffle her thoughts.

I could sense Klaus hovering over me. His theumy blue eyes looking down at the
page then up into mine. Maybe I should see about getting him to a doctor and getting
his eyes checked? I looked down.

“Shit!” I almost threw the book from my lap. Klaus seemed pleased by my reaction
for he gave a delicate little clap then swished his skirt around. He snatched the book
from my grasp and gazed at the picture with rapt adulation. “Meine Frau,” he sighed to
himself. I was still dumbfounded.

The resemblance was uncanny. It made me queasy. I’d refused to allow anyone to

photograph me since the death of my father. If not for the clothes, I would have almost
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sworn the picture was of me. The woman was dressed in a double-breasted pinstriped
suit with bulky shoulder pads; a hat was set at a jaunty angle on her head; a cigar in her
hand. She stared out of the picture as if challenging the viewer to pass judgement. She
stood beside a seated man. He wore an obvious wig styled in a chin length bob with a
straight sharp fringe. He was dressed in a black outfit with a skirt that fell just below the
knee; at his neck was a single strand of pearls encircling a high collar that did not quite
reach his Adam’s apple. His hands were demurely folded in his lap.

I read the caption — ‘Sara und Ute, September 1944°. I flicked through more pages.
I looked up at Klaus. “This is you, isn’t it? And your wife?”

“Ja, ja”. He grinned.

The other pictures were informal snapshots. Ute and Klaus with a large German car
—a Daimler? Playing cards with friends. A picture of a party. Klaus’ face darkened as I
turned to this one. He stabbed his finger at the page, “Otto — Dachau. Rebekah —
Dachau. Wolfgang — Mauthausen. Anne — Brooklyn...Klaus — Vest Preston.” The
names rolled on. Only two survivors out of a group of 15. I waited to hear what had
become of Ute but he did not say. Klaus murmured her name and traced a finger down
her stern and stiff figure. A tear began to make its way down his cheek. I reached out to
take his hand but he shook me off and in near perfect English said, “I think you must go

2

now.
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Chapter Two

I woke to find myself sitting in a gutter in a suburban street. The smell of charred wood
still lingered in the air. It took me a moment to get my bearings.

Then it all came back to me: the fire, Klaus’ house. Klaus! Where was he?

I blinked hard as a tall blonde bent down towards me. I wasn’t sure what time it
was; no one else was around and the sun was starting to come up behind the ruins of
Klaus’ house. According to my watch, I’d only been asleep fifteen minutes. It seemed
longer. My feet were cold and my back ached.

“Are you Al?” the woman asked, squinting at me as though she needed glasses.

I stared back at her without answering. I wondered how she knew me. There was a
ladder in her pantihose at her left ankle where pale hairless skin shone through and her
coat was buttoned up the wrong way. She looked familiar but I couldn’t remember ever
having met her before. I decided she was probably a customer at the discount bookstore
where [ work.

“Are you?” she repeated.

“Depends on who’s asking,” I said, taking an instant dislike to her.

“Lucinda Markham,” she answered, pumping my hand and helping me to my feet.
“I’'m simply appalled by the way those people treated your friend tonight.”

“You and me both, sister,” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my voice. “Where is

he?”
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She raised an eyebrow at me. “I work as an advocate for the GLBTI Alliance of
____.” She was talking so fast I didn’t catch what she’d said. “I live over there. Sara is
waiting at my home.” She gestured off behind us somewhere. “I’ve known of her for
some time. I sent the taxi off as I've offered to drive both of you home.”

The grainy photo of Sara and Ute flashed into my head. It dawned on me that she
meant Klaus. “That,” I said, gesturing towards the ruin behind us, “was his home.”

Lucinda gave me a sharp look. “Sara gratefully accepted my offer.”

“We don’t need your charity. I’'m the one he called, you know,” I sounded petulant
but I resented her snooty expression. “And your coat’s done up wrong.”

She smoothed it with her hands and said haughtily, “If you must know, it’s
Vivienne Westwood.”

“Whatever. Just take me to Klaus.”

I wanted this night to be over.

Lucinda’s home was as irritating as her personality. Everything was orderly and a
spotless cream colour. Even a spiked ball that I assumed was some kind of modern
sculpture. It rested artfully at the edge of on an ‘occasional’ table — it certainly wasn’t a
child’s toy. Children definitely did not feature in this world. Lucinda’s books were
aligned precisely on the shelves; magazines were fanned neatly on a coffee table. Roses,
also the coloured of clotted cream, were arranged mathematically in a matching vase.
All the off-white décor made me feel like I’d fallen into a vat at a dairy. I even imagined
I could smell something sweet and milky. Strangely, it reminded me of the kind of smell

given off by small children.
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Klaus was sitting on a leather couch wearing a long fur coat, furry knee-high boots,
and a blissed-out grin which puzzled me. His beloved album sat beside him on the
couch. Every now and then he sipped at a steaming mug. His pinky finger was extended
and curled like he was at a tea party drinking from fine bone china. The mug had a love-
heart and the letters GLBTI were printed on it. There was that acronym again.

I couldn’t understand why Klaus seemed so relaxed. Who looks that pleased after
their home is burnt to the ground? I turned to Lucinda. “Did you give him something?” I
asked.

“Simply a shower and some clothing, my dear.” She looked over at Klaus and
smiled. “Sara loves my sable. I imagine that’s why she’s so happy. Fur is so passé these
days. 'm glad it’s going to good use.”

If Lucinda was so fond of Klaus maybe she could keep him. She must have read my
thoughts, for she click-clacked across her cream kitchen tiles, picked up her keys with a
jingle, gathered up a shopping bag made from thick cream-coloured card with
sumptuous ribbons for handles — presumably filled with Klaus’s dirty clothes, and said

to him, “Come on sweetie, Aunty Lucy’s going to take you to Al’s house now.”

Klaus fell asleep in the back seat of Lucinda’s car, nursing his matted wig and album. I
stared gloomily at the road ahead. It was strange to think that seven months had passed
since my visit to Klaus’ house; a house that no longer existed. When we arrived at my
place, Lucinda jumped out and trotted around the car to open the door for Klaus,
offering her arm for support. I had hoped she was going to stay in the car. Now I would

have to expose my incompetence and tell this witch I’d lost my house keys. At least it



18 Is that what you re wearing? A novel

meant my wretched housekeeping skills would stay unseen.

I sat there for a moment, trying to work out what to do. I had security windows, a
deadlock on my door, and no way to call a locksmith without asking for help from Lucy
dearest.

Lucinda opened the rear door of the car, leaned in and said “Chop. Chop”. She
made a karate chopping motion into the palm of her other hand. I didn’t think I could
despise anyone more at that moment.

I looked up and saw that the front door of my apartment was already open. “What
the f...7”

Lucinda gave me a sharp look.

I bit my tongue. My first thought was that someone had found my wallet and key
and burgled me.

The house was a mess. All my kitchen drawers were open and clothes were strewn
all over the lounge room. I looked around to see if anything was missing. I sighed with
relief. The house looked exactly as I’d left it. I must’ve left the door open in my haste to
get to Klaus.

I slumped onto the couch, relieved this night didn’t have any more nasty surprises
in store for me. All I needed was to make Klaus some sort of bed and then I could retire
to my own, where I intended not to wake for a very long time.

“Well, I shall leave Sara in your capable hands then,” Lucinda sniffed as she
pushed at a pair of my dirty jeans with the pointed toe of her shoe. She brushed her

hands against that badly buttoned coat of hers and then left.
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There was no answer when I knocked on the bathroom door. I creaked it open
millimetre by millimetre, fearing Klaus might’ve had a stroke. He wasn’t in there. He
wasn’t in the yard either. I couldn’t believe I’d lost him for the second time in one day.
Then I checked my room. There he was, passed out on his stomach, in the middle of my
bed, still wearing the fur coat and boots combo. I tugged the footwear from his legs. He
snuffled then rolled over, exposing an expanse of pale white flesh I’d rather not have
seen. I shuddered, then went back to the couch hoping that sleep would be swift, but it
wasn’t to be. I sat bolt upright.

How did Lucinda know where I lived? I was certain I hadn’t given her my address.

Had I really left my door unlocked?
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Chapter Three

I wasn’t asleep for long when something scratched my arm. I sprang off the couch as if
had a rocket launcher beneath me. It had to be a mouse; its tiny but sharp claws
scrabbling for purchase as it ran over me. I stumbled through the house in search of the
broom. I didn’t want to face this rodent unarmed. On my return to the loungeroom, I ran
into Klaus. He blinked at me twice then returned to my bed. I suddenly saw myself as
he must have — wild sleep-rumpled hair, sagging greyish singlet, sagging greyish boxer
shorts, brandishing a broom as if going into battle.

At the flick of the light switch I rushed towards the couch, expecting the mouse to
come scurrying out. Two swift jabs of the couch revealed my adversary — a folded
twenty dollar note. What I’d mistaken for mouse claws was the plastic edge of the note.

I settled back to sleep feeling sheepish but happy.

After what seemed like mere minutes, I woke once more to Klaus tugging at my
blanket. “What?” I said, pulling it away from him and jamming it hard up under my
chin. I shut my eyes tight against the daylight and against Klaus who was still wearing
that ugly fur coat. I rolled over and buried my head in my pillow. As I nestled in I smelt
the faint but sharp odour of smoke on my skin. Smoke from Klaus’s house. I dragged

myself out of bed. He was probably hungry.
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I chopped the mouldy bits off some cheese, slapped the good pieces on some bread and
put the sandwiches in the griller to toast. A thin smile curved at Klaus’s lips. He nodded
and then shuffled back to my room.

It was then that I realised my laptop was gone. I was sure I had last left it on the
kitchen table. A sudden irrational fear overcame me; for a second I suspected Lucinda
of stealing it. Not that I could fathom a reason for her to take it. She looked like the type
to already own a high-end computer. My money was on a Mac with a custom-made
case in cream. | shoved clothes and dirty dishes out of the way. A bowl fell to the floor
and smashed. A shard grazed my foot; blood welled up and dripped onto the floor.

I hobbled to the bathroom to get a Bandaid and heard the slow clacking of keys
coming from my bedroom, as if someone was typing with two fingers. Klaus smiled up
at me when he saw me in the doorway and blinked his rheumy eyes.

“Make yourself at home why don’t you,” I muttered. He blinked again and kept
typing. Once more I noticed the faint tang of smoke on my skin, reminding me what had
happened the night before. Looking over Klaus’s shoulder I saw that he was using the
internet to find photographs of roses. I decided to leave him be.

When I returned to the kitchen to sweep up, I saw the bowl had broken into four
almost evenly-shaped pieces. In all my time spent making things from discarded pieces
of pottery I’d never seen anything like it. I picked up one of the freakish pieces and
realised it was what I needed for the bird sculpture I was working on. That was for later
though; I needed to get some groceries. After feeding Klaus, I realised I had nothing left

for myself.



22 Is that what you re wearing? A novel

Once in the supermarket [ headed straight to the refrigerated section, but soon realised
my mistake. Frozen meals were my mainstay, but on twenty dollars I’d be lucky enough
to buy me and Klaus a single dinner each. What do old men on minimal incomes eat
anyway? A quick survey of the contents of a lone geriatric shopper’s basket told me it
was soup, lamb chops, and potatoes. I grabbed ten tins of different varieties plus the
cheapest loaf of bread I could find and hit the register. A thought struck me. I
backtracked to the biscuit aisle. Despite the cost, I ditched two tins of soup and picked

up a packet of chocolate shortbread instead.

I arrived home to what sounded like an injured crow trapped in my kitchen. I rushed
inside to discover it was Klaus laughing. He had company. The two of them were
speaking in German. A chess board was laid out in front of them on the kitchen table.
The visitor wore a long red wig and a white angora sweater tight over small breasts. An
image of Candy Darling I had seen in an Andy Warhol book came to mind. Klaus was
wearing one of my bed sheets, draped toga-style around his body.

The old man had spent one night at my house and already he’d taken over my
bedroom and was bringing his cross-dressing friends home. Klaus ignored me, but the
visitor sprang to his feet. “You must be, Ella,” he said in a warm voice as he reached out
to shake my hand. I shook it without thinking. I was too busy wondering how I’d get rid
of him to even bother telling him I preferred to be called Elle.

“I’m Zee. Please join us.”
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Please join us; as though it was his house. “I’m busy,” I said and dumped the
groceries on the table. Zee’s king rolled off the board. Klaus caught sight of the
shortbread packet and tore it open. I didn’t stick around long enough to see his

chocolate-smeared fingers.

I shut the loungeroom door hard against the guttural noise of their laughter and fired up
my laptop. I bashed out a diary entry, pounding hard against the keys. My house no
longer felt like it was my own.

Half an hour later I could still hear them laughing. I held my aching head in my
hands. Oddly, I could smell the sweet powdery scent of roses on my fingertips. The
fragrance mingled with something that smelt like freshly cut cucumbers. The
combination was intoxicating. When I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, I could
almost see green grass surrounding a bed of blood red roses beneath clear blue skies,
hear the buzz of bees and feel the sun warm on my skin. I couldn’t help smiling. Then I
realised: the perfume belonged to Zee. I crept out of my bedroom to wash my hands.

I came out of my room an hour later when I heard the front door slam shut. Klaus
was making slow progress back to the kitchen, so I held out my arm for him. He took it
with an imperious air, as if he were royalty. Again, I wondered whether I’d made the
wrong decision allowing him to stay. It’s not as if I was in touch with my own family,
let alone have them around. I hadn’t even seen my mum in nearly a year. Why
complicate my life by allowing an elderly stranger to stay with me?

As soon as Klaus had eased himself back into one of the kitchen chairs he began

waving a crooked finger and pointing behind his back. It really was going to be like
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living with the queen mother. I fetched a cushion off his bed, my bed, and tucked it
behind his back. He thanked me by leaning into me and letting out a thunderous
eruption of gas. He grinned and held out a piece of paper to me. It was a flyer depicting
Zee in a long, curve-hugging red dress. Printed above him were the words: “La Bite,
The Sailors, and the Fragile Soldiers. The Tote.” Zee had jotted a note on the other side.
“It’s a wonderful thing you’re doing for Sara. Please come to the gig. Your name will
be on the door.” I looked at the flyer again. The gig was that same night.
At that moment the doorbell rang. Klaus cocked his head like he was expecting
someone. Two visitors in one day? He motioned for me to get it.
“Get this straight,” I said. “If you’re going to have people over you can start

answering your own bloody door.”

Klaus looked back at me impassively. My curiosity got the better of me, so I got up
to see who it was.

“You?” I said. “What are you doing here?”

It was Lucinda Markham. She pushed at the bridge of her glasses with her middle
finger and stared down her nose at me. “I thought Sara could do with a casserole.”

I rolled my eyes. The look she gave in return could have curdled milk. “I’m sure
you’ll forgive me for saying so, but I don’t have much faith in your culinary abilities.”

I looked behind me at the same pile of dirty dishes that had been there the night
before and the empty tin cans on the sink. As offensive as she was, she had a point. She
pushed past me and busied herself with washing my dishes. Klaus appeared to be in an
oblivious rapture at the smell coming from the heavy cream-coloured dish.

“Leberspitzle in chicken broth,” Lucinda called over her shoulder. “Similar to

chicken noodle soup but the Spitzle is enriched by liver. Sara needs to keep up her
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strength.”
Without realising it I’d wadded up Zee’s flyer into a tight ball. I couldn’t stay in my

own home a moment longer. The only thing for it was to go to the gig.

I went in through the heavy black door on Johnston Street. A security guard wearing the
ID number 666 held the door open for me. I was so nervous that my hands were
clammy; I wasn’t sure why.

The front bar was full. The juke-box was playing Turbonegro. I had to shoulder my
way through an endless wall of guys in black t-shirts, all singing the obscene chorus and
punching their fists in the air. I thought about leaving. A group of people came in
behind me, jostling for space at the bar, propelling me further inwards. I headed into the
band room. Sure enough my name was on the door list for free entry, just as Zee had
promised.

It had been a week of temperatures in the mid teens, and tonight the forecast low
was 12 degrees Celsius, although it was much hotter in the venue. The heat was trapped
in the room; cigarette smoke swirled above me. There didn’t appear to be any
ventilation except a single door to the beer garden. Like many of the other people in the
room my t-shirt was soaked with sweat.

The Sailors came on stage with a swagger and songs about gay men. A red-headed
guy, who had taken his t-shirt off and slung it around his neck, poked me in the arm and
slurred, “They’re a bunch of pooftas, but they’re not really homos, you know.” I wasn’t
sure what he meant or why he needed to tell me. “Nah, mate,” he said, though I hadn’t

said anything, “they’ve all got girlfriends.” Fortunately, he then spotted someone he
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knew and stumbled after them.

I decided to go out into the beer garden for some fresh air. I pushed my way
through the crowd by the door trying to find a space to sit. “Want a sausage?” asked a
sleepy-eyed guy with long hair. The disgust must have shown on my face. He gestured
at a barbeque. I then realised my mistake. “There’s vego ones too,” he said. I shook my
head and aimed for the back corner of the garden.

Before I made it there, a guy with greying hair wearing a Powder Monkeys t-shirt
grabbed me in a bear hug. “Linda,” he yelled at me with a grin. I was simultaneously
mortified and pleased. Despite being mauled by a stranger, at least someone thought I
looked like a Linda. He then stepped back from me but didn’t release my hands; instead
he looked deep into my eyes. For a moment I had an irrational fear he was about to kiss
me. “How are you?” he asked with a look of deep concern. “Have you been well?”
Without waiting for an answer he grabbed me in another bear hug, patted me on the
back and said, “It’s so good to see you, Linda. Would you like a beverage? I’'m about to
get one myself.”

His mock serious use of language made me smile in spite of myself.

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“It’s a rare pleasure to see your smile again.” The man clasped my arm and stared
deep into my eyes, “Are you sure you wouldn’t like something? It’s been too long.”

“No, really. I'm fine thanks.” He then disappeared back inside, but not before
embracing the guy at the barbeque first.

I’d just sat down and lit my cigarette when a deep voice beside me asked if I had
one to spare. I could smell roses and cucumbers. I almost didn’t dare to look up.

Zee took a cigarette from the pack I offered him. His long delicate fingers had me
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mesmerised as they brought the cigarette in a slow perfect arc to his mouth. I lit it for
him, hoping he wouldn’t notice my shaking hand. He blew a ring of smoke away, then
turned back to study me. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come.” He smiled, as if something
amused him. “You’re obviously a very busy person.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Oh
and thanks for the cigarette.”

“Yeah.” The words stuck fast to my tongue. “No worries. And ah, thanks for the
door spot.” I sounded like an idiot.

Zee nodded as if it were nothing. He took a slow drag on the cigarette and then
turned his head to blow another ring of smoke. “Pre-show jitters,” he confessed. He
didn’t look shaky to me.

My heart began hammering hard. For a second I panicked that he could hear it. I
stood and pushed through the crowd away from Zee, past the barbeque — this time
declining an offer of a hamburger — until finally, I’d fought my way back inside.

I visited the women’s bathroom to splash water on my neck. My heart pounded as I
opened the door. Thankfully, no one so much as gave me a second glance; no one
hounded me out as if I had no right to be there.

I was tempted to leave; to go home and forget the whole thing, but my curiosity got
the better of me. [ wanted to see Zee perform.

Once more I pressed through the crowd; sticky flesh pushed against my bare arms;
bodies bumped into me as they passed. I found myself a spot over to the right side of the
stage and waited.

I noticed a DJ in a booth on the other side of the room. She was a petite brunette in
a red dress, and was playing a mix of glam rock, punk and rock’n’roll. One song after

the other I heard: David Bowie’s Rebel Rebel, T-Rex’s Twentieth Century Boy, Little
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Richard singing Lucille, some singer I’d never heard before crooning the lyrics to 4 Gir/
Named Johnny Cash, The Barbarians doing Are You a Boy or Are You a Girl, Jayne
County doing You Make Me Cream in My Jeans. She’d obviously chosen her set with
Zee in mind. I suspected she was trying to impress him. She looked like the kind of
insipid girly woman who’d love hanging out with a guy in a dress. I could imagine her
saying in a high-pitched squeak, “Zee really gets me so much better than all the other
men [’ve been with. I mean we not only share clothes and make-up, but we also share
beauty tips.” I took an instant dislike to her.

The next song she played surprised me. It was the unmistakable rasp of Marlene
Dietrich singing Lili Marleen in German. The song ended, and the stage lights came up
revealing Zee in ankle-length dress covered in sparkling emerald sequins. “Hello,” he
said in a breathy voice, blowing kisses to the crowd. Already I found his performance
pretentious. One song and then [ was out of there.

“This,” he said, gesturing at his band with a flourish, “is La Bite”. I noticed that he
pronounced it ‘beat’. Then he lowered his voice to a stage whisper, “It’s French for
‘cock’.”

The crowd laughed in drunken response. What idiots. I prepared myself to hate
whatever pallid brand of glam rock or cock rock he was about to maim. I usually didn’t
bother going to gigs; all musos struck me as cheap copies of members of more talented
bands.

It turned out glam rock wasn’t Zee’s thing; instead the band strummed the chords of
a gentle pop song. The crowd cheered at the opening bars. It was a cover of Big Star’s
Thirteen. The shirtless red-head appeared by my side and jabbed me again. He shouted

into my ear, “Good isn’t she? Sounds just like Alex Chilton.” But I wasn’t paying
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attention to him. I couldn’t take my eyes of Zee. His singing made me feel like he’d
carefully prised open my ribs and taken my heart into his hands to stroke it with silken
fingertips.

“Would you be an outlaw for my love?”” He was now at my side of the stage. His
eyes had found mine. I held my breath as he drew out the final word of the song. Then
he turned away and the song ended.

I panicked after that. I pushed past the redhead, who blocked my way. “What’s
wrong with ya?” he said. “Ya wouldn’t know talent if it bit ya on the arse.”

I pushed past him and ploughed through the crowd.

All moments in between were a blank. I woke face-down on bright orange carpet; my
head pounded like a blunt rock was slamming into the back of my skull. I couldn’t work
out where I was. The room whirled and rocked like an off-kilter carousel and closing
my eyes did not help. I managed to stave off a bilious attack and then the carpet started
to irritate my face. And the amount of detail I could see at floor level made my stomach
churn: a frayed yellowing toenail, a ginger pubic hair. At my discovery I sat bolt
upright; not the smartest thing to do when you’d been lying under a bathroom sink. A
vision of Zee in a red wig flashed into my throbbing head.

I couldn’t have, surely? No matter how alcohol sodden my brain cells were the
night before, surely I couldn’t have drowned the vital ones that would have insisted
those long delicate fingers of his stay well away from my thighs? I calmed myself with
the thought that a red wig doesn’t always add up to red pubic hair. In fact, that equation

was highly unlikely. Redheads hated having red hair. People always want what they
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can’t have.

I still couldn’t remember what had happened after I left the Tote. A vague memory
of sitting on a bar stool in the front bar came to me but after that, nothing. Then I
inhaled the hair. Why is it that when you wind up with a hair in your mouth you can
never grab the thing? Just like my slippery memories of last night, I could not grasp it.

I was curled on my side brushing frantically at my tongue with the back of my hand
when I saw a pair of feet. Feet with red toenails. Feet in red patent leather mules — with
kitten heels. Looking up I could see fishnets; stockings too given the glimpse of thigh
that I spied beneath a red satin dressing-gown. Long red curls cascaded about me as a
manicured hand reached down for mine. The sweet smell of a powdery perfume
tumbled down to me too, as if someone had just sprinkled rose petals over me.

My heart started hammering in time with my head. It was Zee.

I couldn’t stop staring at him. He’d made me a cup of green tea and handed me a
pack of aspirin. We were now perched at his retro-styled kitchen table. Zee tapped his
immaculate fingernails against his tea-cup, pursed his perfectly made-up lips and sipped
at his tea.

I looked at my own ragged nails and sat on my hands. The thought struck me that
only children sit on their hands. I shoved them into the pockets of my jeans and leant
back in what I hoped was a casual way to stare him in the eye. It was then I noticed his
eyelashes. Why is it that so many men have long and luscious eyelashes?

“So...,” I asked, petrified of 